The purpose of the present study was to explore the effects of selected social, familial, and personal factors on students' course selection in Iranian technical schools. In this survey, 249 male and female students were randomly selected from technical schools in the Andimeshk Area of Iran to provide data on social, familial, and personal factors that they thought could affect their selection of accounting, computer engineering, welding, ICT, or other similar courses in technical schools. The data were collected through a researcher-made likert scale questionnaire and were analyzed using step-by-step regression analysis. The results indicated that social, familial, and personal factors considered in this study were meaningfully related to the selection of courses by students. Moreover, means comparison analyses indicated that there was no significant difference between male and female students in terms of being affected by such factors in their choices.
Introduction and background
In the educational system of Iran the general standard is compulsory education starts at the age of seven, when children go to elementary schools and study for five years. Students then continue to junior high school (guidance school, or Rahnamaaie) where the normal length of study is three years. Then comes the time to make the important decision of choosing a track for senior high school study which lasts for another four year before the successful student can find his way into higher education. Controversies surrounding this rigid system and possible socioeducational inequalities resulting from it are beyond the scope of this work. In brief, one of the important decisions that students in Iran have to make after they finish their junior high school is to select the course that they want to study for senior high school.
In the current education system in high schools, these students can choose to continue to senior high schools to study science subjects, humanities, mathematics, or technical subjects. Students certainly have different abilities, come from different family backgrounds, have different understandings of their academic life, and desire to study for different reasons and select different courses. Even though students have more chices when they want to enter colleges and universities in the Iranian system of education, they are also given responsibility in selecting their courses for the four years they will be studying at senior high school to get their diplomas. For university course selection, students usually have a lot of information to draw upon including university course catalogs, university prospectuses, peers' comments, family recommendations and many other sources of information. Although sources of information are not as varied for senior high schools as they are for universities, students still select course under the influences of many social, personal and familial pressures. Kerin, Harvey, and Crandall (2001) have identified six possible sources of information on courses that can affect course selection by students entering universities: parents, friends, faculty advisor, faculty (other than advisor), catalogs' course description, and "others." Friends were the most influential sources of information in this study as well as in a similar study by Roberts and Allen (1997) .
Even though students in Iran can get help from school advisors and parents and friends, these sources are limited and sometimes inadequate. For example, there are not online web-based facilities that can help students and many of them are forced into a line of study as a result of their GPA in junior high school which is one of the most important factors considered by the high school system. At the young age (around 15) when these student need to make the important decision of what to study in high school (math, science, humanities, or techniques), they will intentionally or unintentionally be under the influence of social and familial factors. These factors change their course selection behavior to bring it closer to the norms that they see appropriate (see Asch 1955) .
For high school students in Iran, opting for technical subjects like ICT, welding, machines, etc. can be affected by various factors including social, familial and individual ones. In Iran, technical schools were among the first to develop and the Darulfonoon meaning "the house of techniques" established by Mirza Taghi Khan Amir kabir (1298, AD) is an excellent illustration of the idea. Even today, one of the first priorities of the educational system for schools is to encourage students to study at technical schools. However, the factors that may affect students' choices in going to these types of schools have not been explored well in the country yet. In a few studies done so far the personal factor of student interest, and the familial variable of parental education have been shown to affect the selection of technical courses by students rather than the selection of math, science, or humanities (Rayani, 1990; Shams, 1990; Alizadeh, 1991) . Karimi (2007) who studied the reason for the selection of technical high schools by students graduating from the senior high schools of the north of Iran found that parental influences and friends' influences were the most important determining factors and that the influence of counseling offered by external services was not always effective. The present study looked at factors affecting the choice of technical subjects for senior high school study and focused on the effect of selected student characteristics, family-related factors and social factors on course selection and it was hypothesized that participants' will confirm such effects in the course selection.
Research method
This study was a questionnaire-based cross-sectional survey of a random selection of senior high school students who had opted to study at technical high schools in the city of Andimeshk in Iran.
Participants
The population of the study included all the students who were studying at technical high schools in the city of Andimeshk in Iran in the academic year 2009.2101. Through systematic random sampling a total of 249 students were selected as the members of the sample group. These include 126 (51%) boys and 123 (49%) girls. The researchers chose these learners because of the ease and plausibility of data collection and the agreement of the authorities. These participants were homogenous in terms of nationality (all Iranians), mother tongue (Persian), and the district and type of high school. They were different in gender and their family and personal backgrounds. The participants filled out the research questionnaire in the formal class hours with the cooperation of the teachers or after classes for students failing to make it with others.
Data collection instruments
To collect data for the study, a researcher-made questionnaire was used for the collection of data on learners' personal (not private), familial, and social influences for course selection. The questionnaire was revised a few times as a result of corrections recommended by colleagues and the analyses of item responses for the pilot testing phase. The Cronbach alpha reliability for the questionnaire was 0.89.
Analysis and results
To describe the factors related to the participants' choice of course in the technical schools, first the data were entered in SPSS files and then the items of the questionnaire loading on each of the factors considered in the study were computed and new variables were defined that are summarized in Table 1 below. T he table also lists the correlation coefficients found for these variables. As Table 1 shows, educational backgrounds, parental education, GPA, personal interest, family income, mass media, age, gender, junior high school type, and senior high school type were considered in the analyses As the correlation matrix shows the correlations between educational backgrounds, parental education, GPA, personal interest, family income, and mass media on the one hand and the selection of technical courses for high school study were weak to moderate positive correlations. Multiple regression analyses of the factors considered in the study ( Table 2 ) also indicated that social, family-related, and personal factors contribute to the selection of technical courses and determine at least part of the variances. Step one Social factors 0.396 0.16 0.01
Step two Social and family factors 0.445 0.20 0.01
Step three Social, family and personal factors 0.475 0.23 0.01
More detailed analyses in this study showed that in the areas of social factors, friends' influences, in the area of personal factors, GPA, and in the area of family-related factors, parental education have been most influential of whether or not students will choose to go for technical high schools in Iran rather than for school concentrating on math, science, or humanities. In this study no gender effects were found that might affect course selection.
Discussion and conclusion
Student opinions used in the present study was that family, social, and personal factors affected them in their choice of technical courses to significant degrees. These results are in line with the findings of studies carried out by Karmi (2007) , Alizadeh (1991) , Shams (1990) , and Rayani (1990) , who also stress the importance of social and family related factors in helping students to decide what to study in high school. Among others, these works also stress the importance of providing students with more guidance and feedback as this is one of the very important decision that they all willhave to make early in life. Although this study evaluated student opinion on course selection factors, the analyses of expert views will surely contribute to this important problem in the Iranian education system. Future research can examine available information about high school course in Iran and available data sources that may inform students' course selection. As previous research has also shown, students use friends as information sources (Kerin, Harvey, & Crandall, 2001; Roberts & Allen 1997) , and they may turn to inappropriate sources when input is not enough that can help the course selection process. With the dramatic increase ICT resources, future research can focus on the employment of such services for helping high school students find their ways.
